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PREFACE
Language, Form, and Context
Throughout both my graduate and undergraduate education, I have studied poetry within
a variety of cultural, critical, and philosophical approaches. Enrolling in an M.F.A program
allowed me the space and structure to take serious stock of my own literary imperatives. The
process of dissecting my personal approach to art has required that I think not just about the
broader philosophical concerns of my work, but my engagement with language and form.
My work operates first and foremost with the idea that, while gray areas of language
exist, the structures that define language are real, and that while a word might have many
meanings, a skilled poet can work the gray areas of language to her advantage. My poems are not
intended to obfuscate, but instead to use the full range of the linguistic capacity of English to
create meaning and understanding. I’m drawn to Walter Ong’s notion that:
To say writing is artificial is not to condemn it but to praise it. Like other artificial
creations and indeed more than any other, it is utterly invaluable and indeed
essential for the realization of fuller, interior, human potentials. Technologies are
not mere exterior aids but also interior transformations of consciousness, and
never more than when they affect the word. Such transformations can be uplifting.
Writing heightens consciousness. (82)

As a teenager I became a serious student of poetry so as to better understand my self. Over time,
I have become less concerned with total interiority, and as a result my writing has become a
vehicle for expanding my consciousness beyond direct experience. I turned my focus to language
rather than the visual or performing arts because I am fascinated by the ways in which the
1

structures of language allow us to order our thoughts and actions, the ways in which the gray
areas of language create struggle and discord, and the ways in which the interplay of both
structure and ambiguity allow for artistic, philosophical, and intellectual growth.
Poetry, for me, originates in sound. I cannot forget that lyric poetry comes out of song,
out of oral cultures and traveling bards. Although I would never go so far as to call myself a
performance poet, I nonetheless feel indebted to the oral foundations of poetry. Indeed, as
someone who reads in public on a regular basic, testing the sound of my poems before an
audience is essential to my revision process. During a period in my writing life when I did
experiment with unusual layouts and formatting, a well-trusted critic commented on my poems,
“The way these look does not match up with the way you read them.” Through many years of
experimentation, I have found that less-conventional approaches to formatting are in fact
antithetical to the way I read. My speech patterns don’t have a way to signify unusual
indentation, or single lines that jut out far from the rest. Despite an occasional foray into forms of
strict metrical precision (e.g. sonnets), the rhythms of my poems are expressed in the variable
length of line and the stresses contained therein, not via fashionable typographical formatting
that tries—but often fails—to artfully articulate words/syllables into approximations of speech.
Furthermore, in the process of articulating my ideas about poetry as part of this thesis, I
have found it necessary enumerate different kinds of general forms in order to determine where
my work exists among many possible traditions. I see five potential approaches to form in
poetry:
1. Concrete poetry, in which the poem is dictated to a large degree (if not entirely)
by making a specific visual shape (such as George Herbert’s 17th century “Easter
Wings” and “Altar”);
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2. Strict use of formal structures (rhyme scheme, meter) such as sonnets, and
villanelles (such as the sonnets of Petrarch and Shakespeare);

3. Bending form, such as softening and modifying the normally static refrains of a
villanelle (such as Elizabeth Bishop’s “One Art”);

4. Traditional free verse, with primarily left-aligned poems that may play with line
indentation/alignment, but in a minimal way (such as the poems in Walt
Whitman’s Leaves of Grass);

5. Formlessness-as-form, in which the arrangement of lines and words on a page
does not follow conventional left-alignment, and the visual arrangement is
essential to the meaning of the poem (such as much of Jack Collom’s poetry).

My own work falls primarily into category #4. I occasionally foray into category #3, if I am
certain there is a compelling reason to put a particular poem within the constraints of a formal
structure—however loosely I choose to employ the rules and conventions of said form. While
some poets equate a blank page with a painter’s canvas, I have never been driven by a visuallyinfluenced approach to poetry. In my larger artistic life, I have been drawn to music and words; I
have never felt compelled to study visual art in any serious way. Nor do I frequent art museums
and galleries. A page, for me, is a vehicle for delivering words, rather than a canvas on which to
disperse words the way a painter would spread brush strokes.
In my considerations of form, layout, and structure, I have kept in mind Walter Ong’s
assertion that, “Writing moves words from the sound world to a world of visual space, but print
licks words into position in this space. Control of position is everything in print” (121).
3

Language is not alone in making meaning. The form of a poem, whether tightly structured or
purposely loose, is essential to the reader’s understanding of a given work. Further, my poems do
not exist only on the page (even if that’s where most people might see them). Reading aloud is
essential not just to my revision process, but to my entire engagement with poetry as a genre. I
cannot truly separate print and orality in my work. Because visually-oriented engagement with
the page has no meaning when it comes to the orality of my poems, I choose a more traditional
printed format, as that structure serves as a more adequate representation of how the poem exists
off the page.
In The Production of Space, Henri Lefebvre speaks critically about philosophies which
consider space a pure abstraction, a concept that exists purely within the imagination (5-7).
Lefevbre further argues that even the most abstract spaces nonetheless have real, embodied
quality: maps may, for example, be purely representations aspects of a space that do not portray a
complete picture, and yet they are printed on paper. They show roads and routes that definitively
exist. No matter how much specialized software might go into them, they cannot exist without
some labor on behalf of humans (86). It is through our existence in and understanding of real,
lived space that we can create such representations.
While the language of the poems creates meaning, my poems are also written with the
notion that words alone do not make meaning; the cultural context(s) in which the poems are first
written and later read influence meaning as well. In his critical work The Dialogic Imagination,
M. M. Bakhtin writes that:
The word ... becomes "one's own" only when the speaker populates it with his
own intention, his own accent, when he appropriates the word, adapting it to his
own semantic and expressive intention. Prior to this moment of appropriation, the
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word does not exist in a neutral and impersonal language (it is not, after all, out of
a dictionary that the speaker gets his words!), but rather it exists in other people's
mouths, in other people's contexts, serving other people's intentions. (293-294).
According to Bakhtin, the social acquisition of language means that the use of words is not
neutral act. Teachers and parents might tell children to look up unfamiliar words in the
dictionary, but children always encounter those words first through the mouths of their parents,
or their friends, or from the books they read and television shows they watch. As language
becomes internalized, the ways we choose to use it are based on both the social context in which
we learned language, and the decisions we make as to how we are going to use that language. If
words are the foundation of poetry, and words are never learned in a neutral context, then poetry
in and of itself is never an inert art form. The way in which it was written is influenced by the
poet’s past and present knowledge acquisition, and the ways in which it is understood are
dependent on the reader’s social, historical, and artistic context.
I have come to think more seriously about the spaces I represent in my poems, but also the
space of the poem itself. In my descriptions of place, whether it’s my back yard or sprawling
mountains out in West Texas, I am representing real space. And yet my poems, like maps, are not
providing exact reproductions of the space itself. Instead, the poem is creating its own separate
space. And while the space of the poem is the product of my memories and imagination, and
therefore largely an abstract representation, it nonetheless is drawn from the real. Further, writing
is an embodied practice: I make poems with paper, pen, and my own hands. Finally, at some point,
the poem will exist on a printed page. The spaces of my poems exist as Lefebvre describes them:
always, in some way, grounded within reality.

5

Ecopoetics, Bioregionalism, and Culture
My original artistic impulse toward writing about place has led me to deeper
considerations of the physical world that makes up those places, and how people treat and shape
the environments in which we live. While at first I thought of myself as generally interested in
nature writing, in my M.F.A. coursework I’ve found myself drawn specifically to an ecopoetic
framework for my poetry. What draws me to ecopoetics, rather than simply the larger category
of nature writing, is that ecopetics is concerned as much with the ethics surrounding the
treatment of nature as it is with nature itself. Taking the stance of ecopoetics, and grounding
oneself in ethics, is a useful way to avoid slipping into the problematic models Collom cautions
other writings against. I find value in the ecopoetics tradition because of the way it allows for a
focus on image-based poems, establishing a sense of place, and allows for reflection. However,
those reflections don’t have to become ranting, raving polemics. A poet can take a strong ethical,
political stance without having to resort to didacticism.
In considering what constitutes and ecopoetics, I have contended with the false
distinction between the natural world and the urban world, and encountered a number of writers
who disparage the urban as something wholly artificial and separate from nature. While urban
and rural spaces are undoubtedly different, the idea that the urban world and the natural world
are mutually exclusive is erroneous. Dandelions come up between cracks in the pavement, and
no matter how manicured one might find the lawns in their neighborhood, no matter how far
back homeowners trim back trees in order to leave space for power lines, what we think of as
nature is still found within urban space.
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Related to the false distinction between the natural and the urban is the issue of what
constitutes wilderness in the first place. At this point, the idea of wild space truly untouched by
the presence of humans is nearly mythical. For example, Gary Snyder tells us that:
When we think of wilderness in America today, we think of remote and perhaps
designated regions that are commonly alpine, desert, or swamp. Just a few
centuries ago, when virtually all was wild in North America, wilderness was not
something exceptionally severe. Pronghorn and bison trailed through the
grasslands, creeks ran full of salmon, there were acres of clams, and grizzlies,
cougar, and bighorn sheep were common in the lowlands. There were human
beings, too: North America was all populated. Once might say yes, but thinly—
which raises the question of according to whom. The fact is, people were
everywhere.” (6)

Humans have been a part of the wild, natural landscape for our entire existence. While
there were eons upon eons where we did not exist (the expanse of geological time can be
difficult for the human brain to conceptualize), we have lived on this earth for over a million
years. While that is a small proportion in the larger geologic expanse of this earth, to suggest that
humans are separate from wilderness and nature denies the basic facts of geological history.
In thinking of my own approach to nature, wilderness, cities, and borders, I have come to
define my poetics from a bioregional perspective. I was first drawn to the general framework of
ecopoetics largely because it is an approach to poetry concerned fundamentally with ethics. I
have chosen to go further, focusing on bioregionalism, because in addition to taking an ethical
approach to nature, the framework makes room for the intersection of human culture and politics
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with wild ecology. The term “bioregionalism” was coined by Allen Van Newkirk, and has been
used by activists, writers, and artists as a way to integrate ecology, culture, and politics. Gary
Snyder says that, “Bioregionalism is the entry of place into the dialectic of history. Also we
might say that there are ‘classes’ which have so far been overlooked—the animals, rivers, rocks,
and grasses—now entering history” (41). In bioregional thinking, nature and culture are not
mutually exclusive; they are in fact interdependent entities. Aspects of the world that have not
necessarily been considered historical, such as plants, are considered as historically-significant
markers of time and events, as the changes in our flora and fauna are a reflection, if not cause, of
changes in culture.
Living in Texas for the past decade has given me the opportunity to see the ways in
which a bioregional framework can serve as a way to understand the biological and cultural
diversity of the state, and also develop a feeling of respect for the connections between the two.
As the culture of Texas is defined in part by flora and fauna, so too is our culture interdependent
with other cultures. Further, the geographies and cultures of Texas are so varied because the size
of the state puts it in a number of different bioregional zones. We are surrounded to the south and
west by desert; to the north by prairie grassland; to the east by bayou and forest. The interplay of
cultures across geographical and state-defined borders plays an important role in regional
identity: “Biota, watersheds, landforms, and elevations are just a few of the facets that define a
region. Culture areas, in the same way, have subsets such as dialects, religions, sorts of arrowrelease, types of tools, myth motifs, musical scales, art styles.” (Snyder 37). With those different
geographical zones come different cultural practices: indigenous traditions, Mexican 1 traditions,

Here, I’m working with Octavio Paz’s definitions of Mexican culture and identity. In The Labyrinth of Solitude, he
argues is one of inherent dualism between Spanish and Indigenous cultures. While his philosophical views have
their limitations, his writing nonetheless provides a thorough and accessible explanation for the sometimes clashing,
sometimes intersecting, influences on Mexican society, both historical and contemporary.
1

8

cowboy traditions, Cajun traditions, just to name a brief few. Spanglish, for example, is a
linguistic force unto itself. The state and national borders are arbitrary, yet the biological realities
are distinct. And through those distinctions create the wide varieties of both culture and
landscape contained in this one state.
The poems in We Make Our Own Heaven Here are grouped around a series of artistic and
intellectual concerns. While I am not explicitly a political poet in the sense that I am writing
hardline polemic works, I cannot ignore the personal and social reality in which they were
written. For example, as a resident of Austin, a site in which multiple geographies and multiple
cultures intersect, I find myself in a privileged position not only because of my ethnicity, but
because I am able to live in a city that serves as a nexus for the state as a whole. Although the
area is huge, living in Central Texas allows me relatively easy access to all other parts of the
state. I can get to the Guadalupe Mountains faster and with greater ease than if I lived, say, in
Nacogdoches. I not only live in an area that allows me to explore my interests without having to
leave my neighborhood, but it allows me access to explore the whole range of the state in a way
that might be more difficult if I was living elsewhere. This fact is reflected in the range of poetic
subjects within We Make Our Own Heaven Here.
Most of these pieces were written over the course of three years, during which time I have
witnessed serious and stressful changes in the political landscape. I believe in the poetic adage that
“every poem is a love poem,” and yet these pieces were written out of personal sadness and
political fear. I cannot separate these poems from my understanding of race, gender, and class. I
cannot separate them from lived experience. I cannot separate them from the political realities
which I experience every day. While many of the supposed autobiographical events are warped by
poetic license, these poems are nonetheless real documents embedded in a particular historical
span of time. I have divided We Make Our Own Heaven Here into three sections: “No Place and
9

Every Place,” “No Face and Every Face,” and “Border Space and Human Grace.” Each of these
three sections incorporates my interests in language, bioregionalism, and culture in their own way.
In the remaining sections of this preface, I’ll go through each third of the manuscript, elaborating
on the philosophical and artistic issues in each.

No Place and Every Place
The opening section of We Make Our Own Heaven Here covers a wide range of
distances, as well as a number of topics, but ultimately, the pieces are grounded in the variegated
landscape of Texas. In terms of subject matter, these are poems of ambivalence and tension. In
these pieces, the speaker comes up against the beauty of the natural world, but also the danger
within it. She tussles with the very idea of what constitutes nature itself. She walks the boundary
between rural and urban. She confronts environmental destruction. I selected epigraph to this
section, “No place is heaven—and every place is heaven,” written by Natalie Goldberg, based on
the tension running through the poems in this section. There is no place in this poem that is
perfect. And yet, in its own way, each place is perfect, and the speaker’s love for those places
shines through.
In my reading, I have encountered a great deal of rhetoric that describes national parks as
wild spaces. While I’m probably likely to face more danger from animals in Big Bend or the
Guadalupe Mountains than the city park near my house, these national parks are not truly wild
spaces. They have trails maintained by forestry service staff. Many of the poems in this
collection have been inspired by travel to ostensibly wild spaces throughout the state of Texas.
My poem “The High Road” is set partially in Guadalupe Mountains National Park, and describes
the most physically demanding hike I have ever taken. Even walking through the back country,
the speaker has access to technology, and has the potential to encounter other hikers. Even hiking
the tallest peak in Texas, there is no escape from the rest of humanity.
10

This does not mean, however, that my artistic focus is only on the peripheries where
fantasies of “wilderness” seem to suggest themselves. In fact, I am quite interested in the extent
to which human endeavors can be understood as “natural.” According to Gary Snyder, “[W]e
can say that New York City and Tokyo are ‘natural’ but they are not ‘wild.” They do not deviate
from the laws of nature, but they are habitat so exclusive in the matters of who and what they
give shelter to, and so intolerant of other creatures, as to be truly odd” (11-12). Many of the
poems in this collection spring forth from the oddities of the city in which I live: the relentless
growth of poison ivy in my back yard, the great horned owls living in my East Austin
neighborhood, the grackles in grocery store parking lots. If Tokyo and New York City are
inevitable extensions of human nature, then as a poet I must take into account the ways in which
human growth is a source of both environmental and cultural destruction.
Much of my inspiration in “No Place and Every Place” comes from the overall landscape
of Texas, which has its own troubled history. Although Texas is gigantic, made up of multiple
climates, regions, and cultures, it is undeniably a border state. As a poet who believes that art
cannot be separated from its cultural context, I have tried to learn to write with an awareness of
both history, and the way that past colonial practices still play out in present-day politics and
culture.
Whether speaking of geography or culture, boundaries are rarely clear and rarely
completely literal. In East Texas, we find both geographical and cultural crossover with
Louisiana. In North Texas, we find geographical and cultural crossover with Oklahoma. And of
course, the crossover with Mexico is undeniable. Neither geography nor culture can ever truly be
contained by government-imposed borders. For example, field guides for the Chihuahuan desert
do not become irrelevant if a hiker leaves Texas and crosses into Mexico, and vice versa.
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No Face and Every Face
The poems in the second section of We Make Our Own Heaven Here engage with nonhuman life. The poems here take three forms: the self-portrait, the still life, and the persona
poem. These pieces are all written in free verse, but use the conventions of their aforementioned
genres. I chose the section title not just play off the title of the first section, but to also emphasize
the ways in which connection to the greater world can be both personal and impersonal. I allow
my poetic self to take the form of a cockroach, for example, or an interstate. Yet the creatures
and places I write about are not me; cannot truly represent me.
When a poet chooses to focus on the natural world, there are creative risks involved that
can render the poems trite, clichéd or boring. The pitfalls that befall writers seem to frequently
stem from the idea that human beings are somehow separate from nature, rather than embedded
within it. In my writing, I have directed my attention to the problematic models that Jack Collom
describes in Second Nature:
•

Examination from Above, wherein a tweedy gentleman or bedizened lady
rhaposodizes with genteel aplomb, through a distance of air meant to set
up a comfy observational scale, about a rose, or other offerings, as if
nature were a dog holding up a shot goose.

•

Projection of Our Cultural Concerns on This Conveniently Blank Screen
That Nature Is. This includes Wolfman, Smokey the Bear, and a legion of
cute rodents, tweety-birds, etc., as well as Come-Live-With-Me-and-BeMy-Love, Animal Farm, and many more talking pictures. Nature as
sandwich boards.
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•

Nature as a Horrid Test of Our Resolve. “Hell, we’ll beat down these
African locusts, Bill, to a little cloud-seeding, then head for Utopia City”
(vii)

After reading Second Nature, I began to look closely at the ways in which my poems tended to
slip into these models that kept the human world and the natural world separate. In my revisions,
I have focused on bridging that gap. It would have been easy, for example, in “Still Life with
Poison Ivy,” to write about my attempts at weed control as Nature as Horrid Test of Our
Resolve. Instead, however, my experiences with gardening, my desire to cultivate pesticide-free
areas safe for pollinators, and my research into poison ivy itself gave me the space to consider
the implications of what makes something a plant a weed or a pest, and the inherent conflicts
surrounding the decisions to keep or destroy an unwanted plant or animal. Rather than
considering poison ivy only an adversary, I used the poem to explore larger issues surrounding
our attempts to control nature, and genuine need to destroy what causes harm.
While aspects of nature often serve as extended metaphors, my focus has been on
creating a sense of embeddedness. For example, in the still life poems, the speaker is always in
the middle of the natural landscape. “Still Life with Jimson Weed” is a poem that embraces the
possibility of wilderness even in an urban garden. Sitting in a flowerbed, the speaker is not
separate from her environment. While the garden has been cultivated, cared for, it nonetheless
contains a flower that blooms only at night, a flower whose beauty masks toxicity. This is a
poem that calls to attention the fact that even ostensibly domesticated spaces have a trace of
danger. It’s in fact an extension of her being. Similarly, the subject of “Still Life with Great
Horned Owls”—which are apex predators capable of taking down not just other wild creatures

13

but also small pets—is meant to highlight of the fact that humans physically coexist with the rest
of nature.
The self-portraits are another attempt to bridge the psychic gaps between myself and the
natural world. “Self-Portrait as Cockroach,” for example, was an especially challenging poem, as
it required looking at the world from the perspective of the insect I dislike above all others. In
fact, I deliberately gave myself the challenge of writing this piece in hopes of developing a
greater sense of empathy for the only insect that genuinely frightens me. In doing research for
the poem, in thinking of how an insect might perceive me, I wrote the poem as an attempt to
write through fear and gut reaction.
The persona poems, written from the perspectives of birds, is another attempt to bridge
gaps between myself and the world. While imposing human consciousness and words upon other
animals runs the risk of becoming act of anthropomorphism, and thus possibly anthropocentric,
they are also the most imaginative that I have written. I have attempted to create, as Gary Snyder
says of Inupiaq masks, “a way of saying that each creature is a spirit with an intelligence as
brilliant as our own” (20). In writing these poems, my goal was to resist anthropomorphism, and
instead reach toward zoomorphism. Rather than attempting to impose my consciousness on
birds, I see these poems as a way of donning masks, of attempting to see the world through a
bird’s eyes rather than my own. Although they are in many ways the projection of cultural
concerns that Jack Collom refers to, I have taken care to avoid portraying these birds as
“sandwich boards” or “talking pictures.” One way I have done so is by focusing on birds that
don’t come with ready-made romanticized symbolism. I choose to avoid the eagle and the
albatross in favor of birds such as the grackle and the rock pigeon, which are largely considered
pests. Further, the bird poems are all drawn from time spent birdwatching, a meditative, slow
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practice that requires the utmost patience, silence, and stillness. These poems were born out of
careful attention to their subject matter, as well as research after the fact. My aim in these poems
has been to fuse an understanding of how these birds move, act, and thrive with my own
understanding of social and environmental concerns. These poems represent for me as well the
fusion of scientific knowledge with literary imagination.
The bioregional framework I employ throughout this manuscript is the backbone of this
section. Although most of the poems incorporate non-human consciousness, I cannot separate the
characters from the places they inhabit. The poems in this second section illustrate the ways in
which place is influenced by the creatures and objects that inhabit it. Austin would be a different
city without the presence of bats hanging under the Congress Avenue bridge. The bats are as much
a part of our culture as they are of our environment. So too would Texas be a wholly different state
without the presence of grackles, birds who are often considered pests, but nonetheless inspire
human fascination and attention. This is not to say that Austin, or Texas, would be wholly
unrecognizable without the presence of these species, but they would most certainly be different.
The nine-banded armadillo is designated as an official state symbol of Texas, and yet armadillos
are native to South America, and arrived here only because of the land bridge that resulted in the
formation of what is now the Isthmus of Panama, at the end of the Cenozoic period. The state of
Texas claims as its own a species that could technically be considered invasive, that arrived
through the fact of geologic accident. Yet as far as human memory goes they have always been in
Texas, and they make up part of the cultural identity of this state. Our animals, whether domestic
or wild, shape us, change us. “Self-Portrait as Nine-Banded Armadillo” is a poem which explores
both the scientific facts of animal migration, as well as the broader issues surrounding
overdevelopment and gentrification taking place in human spaces.
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Border Space and Human Grace
I believe that if a poet is to write about Texas, and do so in a fully engaged manner, that
poet must take into consideration the relationship between Texas and Mexico. Although I live in
Austin, about 250 miles from the closest border crossing point at Laredo, I am still well aware of
the fact that I live in a border state, and that Texas was carved out of what was once Mexico, and
before that Native American territory. To write about place is to write about human culture, and
one cannot write about Texas without considering its role as border state. As Gloria Anzaldúa
writes, “Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from
them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge. A borderland is a vague and
undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a constant
state of transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants” (25).
I have a number of poems in this collection based on my intellectual, cultural, and artistic
fascination with Mexico. While realizing as a white poet I run the risk of engaging in cultural
appropriation or insensitivity, I seek to find diversity in a poetic subject—nature—not especially
known for diversity. In this I am inspired by the perseverance of land and people that have been
colonized and/or abused. “Walls of Miracles,” set in the abandoned silver mining town of Real
de Catorce, is a poem in which I had to struggle with issues of appropriation. The piece arose
from the experience I had seeing the Templo de Purismo Concepción, and in particular the exvotos adoring the walls. I was entranced by the intersection of art and faith of the mestizo and
indigenous peoples living in a place literally scarred by it commercial past. While my poem is
not quite ekphrastic, the ex-votos depict various miracles supposedly performed by St. Francis of
Assisi and are accompanied by text in Spanish—a language I admit I do not fully understand, but
chose to include in the poem unedited after a lengthy, very political workshop discussion.
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When I travel to Mexico, I hear constant admonitions to be careful, more so than I do
traveling in the United States. My family all the way in Ohio is aware of the border, the division
between us and them, and fears what lies on the other side. I have seen the natural divide of the
Rio Grande in Big Bend National Park, as well as walked and driven across the concrete and
chain link barriers of Laredo/Nuevo Laredo and El Paso/Juarez. Both the wild and human-made
boundaries are politically and emotionally charged places. “Whittled by Wind, Shaped by
Water” is a poem written after having stood in the Santa Elena Canyon in Big Bend National
Park. On my first visit there, the Rio Grande was so shallow that my friend and I stood in the
middle of it, and I realized that Mexico (where I had not yet visited) was just a few yards away,
that I could walk to the shore of another country if I wanted to. My concern wasn’t so much
regarding Mexico, but fear of my own government and what might transpire if I made just a few
steps onto the other size of the river.
In my poetic studies of Mexico, I work to acknowledge my limitations. I keep in mind
Anzaldúa’s commentary on objectivity: “In trying to become ‘objective,’ Western culture made
‘objects’ of things and people when it distanced itself from them, thereby losing ‘touch’ with
them. This dichotomy is the root of all violence” (59). I am incapable of objectivity, as are all
humans. Fortunately, as a poet, I am not bound to the pretense of objectivity, as I would be if I
had chosen journalism as my mode. Rather than attempt to reassert violence through an attempt
at impartiality, I use my poems as an attempt to eliminate objectification.
“Don’t Walk Alone,” set in Veracruz, was written in response to common concerns I
heard from family and friends before my first trip to Mexico. The plan was to drive from Austin
all the way down to Veracruz, with strategic sightseeing stops along the way. I felt I couldn’t go
a day without hearing people ask me if that was a good idea, or warning me about all the dangers
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that could befall me. Meanwhile, I was dealing with regular street harassment in my supposedly
safe Austin neighborhood, and had recently been held up in downtown Austin in broad daylight.
By the time I arrived in Veracruz, both safe and completely enamored of the country I was
driving through, I felt a deep sense of irritation from people back in the United States who had
acted as though I was going into a war zone, or who shrugged off the safety issues I had been
dealing with at home before the trip. “Don’t Walk Alone” is a synthesis of my first impressions
of Mexico, coupled with my profound sense of frustration toward friends and family who would
never even consider visiting Mexico because of the supposed danger.
In writing about Mexico, I realize that I must maintain awareness that there are issues of
racism, xenophobia, and sexism found in other artistic and theoretical perspectives that have
influenced my work. Bioregionalist thinkers such as Edward Abbey and David Brower, for
example, held troubling nationalist, anti-immigration views, largely due to their valuation of the
non-human world over the human world. However, I reject their isolationist views of
conservation. My own line of thinking is grounded in Gary Snyder’s position 2, when he says,
We seek the balance between cosmopolitan pluralism and deep local
consciousness. We are asking how the whole human race can regain selfdetermination in place after centuries of having been disenfranchised by hierarchy
and/or centralized power. Do not confuse this exercise with ‘nationalism,’ which
is exactly the opposite, the impostor, the puppet of the State, the grinning ghost of
the lost community. (42-43)

2

Snyder also held problematic positions regarding race and gender early in his career, but by the mid-1970s had
evolved his philosophy into one of inclusivity, including advocating for the importance of affirmative action in
literary publishing. For example, Leslie Marmon Silko has been vocal about Snyder’s use of Native American
mythologies in his work. Rather than ignore her, he has been up-front about his decisions, and willing to listen to
those who take him to task.
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For all the bluster the current American political administration has about building a border wall
with Mexico, the fact is that there would be no Texas without Mexico, and no Mexico without
indigenous territories. The whole of the United States would be different, but Texas in particular
would not be the place it is now without the interplay across the physical border of the Rio
Grande and the arbitrary border as defined by nations. We cannot separate flora and fauna from
our cultural development. Nor can we claim to be a country or a state that has developed truly
independently of our neighboring nation. In my poetic explorations of Mexico, I seek to embody
true bioregional thinking, which recognizes the importance of multiple cultures in developing the
spirit of a place. My poems “Border Dream” and “Meditations on Boundaries” are both political
poems aimed at showcasing cultural as well as geographical crossover. They unabashedly take
stances in regards to the current political administration, and do so from the understanding that
artificial borders will not just cause damage in terms of goodwill between countries, but they will
cause cultural and environmental degradation as well. These poems allow me to tackle difficult
political issues by recognizing the full complexity of nature and culture, and the ways in which
human intervention can prove destructive to both, compromising both the spirit of the place as
well as the physical place itself.
“Love Letter from Mexico City” is a piece that aggregates the week I spent exploring
said city in August of 2017. There are two main inspirations that serves in the making of this
particular piece. First, the poem draws its structure from Sandra Cisneros’ “For Lorenzo in the
Center of the Universe, el Zócalo, Mexico City.” Cisneros’ poem has been deeply influential. I
not only consider it my favorite poem, but my first reading of this particular work in 2010 was
my entire inspiration for visiting Mexico City in the first place, and served in part as inspiration
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for my itinerary. While I borrowed from Sandra Cisneros for the skeleton of the poem, my other
impetus to write this piece came largely from the guide on a bus tour I went on, which took us to
Plaza de las Tres Culturas, Teotihuacan, and the Basilica of Our Lady Guadalupe, all in the span
of one day. Our guide, Antonio, had lived in Mexico City his entire life, including surviving the
1985 earthquake. He didn’t just talk superficially about the sites we visited, but spoke at length
about issues of colonialism, environmentalism, industry, and how all three connected to the
larger history of Mexico City. I learned more in those eight hours than I had in all of my pretravel reading. “Love Letter from Mexico City” is not just a love letter, not just an homage to
Cisneros, but written out of gratitude for Antonio and that he went beyond a simple tour and
worked to truly educate the tourists who got on his bus.
The title of this third section invokes my poetic focus on border spaces, and serves to
create a sense of closure between the manuscript title, and the titles of the first two sections.

Conclusion
Ultimately, I find that the bioregional framework is a way to reconcile lifelong spiritual
questions. The title of this collection, We Make Our Own Heaven Here, comes from Mary
Hunter Austin’s essay “Shoshone Land,” found in her collection The Land of Little Rain.
Published in 1903, the essays concern the dry, arid regions of Southern California and Arizona.
“Shoshone Land” is part anthropological exploration and part tribute to Winnenap', a medicine
man. The last paragraph begins: “Since it appears that we make our own heaven here, no doubt
we shall have a hand in the heaven of hereafter” (65). While I was raised without formal religion,
I always had a sense of something greater than myself. However, I have never been able to latch
on to an idea of an anthropomorphic god, or find belief in the traditions of institutional religion.
While many writers in the bioregional tradition are able to conceive of a more traditional type of
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god, what I take from the bioregional perspective is that whether I look to wilderness or my
urban backyard, whether I stay home or cross a border, to engage with something greater than
myself, I merely need to step away from my desk and into the world. The seeking of and
appreciation for that which is greater than myself is something I find compatible with the ethics
underlying ecopoetics and bioregionalism. While I do not believe a person has to have spiritual
beliefs in order to be a moral or ethical person, I believe that spirituality is not incompatible with
ecopoetic or bioregional thinking, and indeed, the valuation of the natural and wild world that
runs through both these philosophical viewpoints can serve as the foundation for a spiritual
framework focused on an acceptance of the world itself as a supreme being.
Going further, through my engagement with nature and culture, I can find ways to create
a sort of heaven, a sense of spiritual recognition, even as I write, work, and live in the midst of
political chaos. The world is at once terrifying and nurturing. Finally, they are a way for me to
remember that “we shall have a hand in the heaven of hereafter.” While I may not believe in a
Western concept of heaven, I take Mary Hunter Austin’s line as a reminder that I am not just
responsible for whatever spiritual world may or may not exist, but am also responsible for the
heaven-on-earth, the world that future generations will inhabit long after I am gone. The poems
in this collection are a reflection of my spiritual leanings, despite never once mentioning god.
Ultimately, these are poems of communion, not just with an abstract, soft-focus version of
nature, but with the larger world that I inhabit, the world that is always greater than myself.
I am aware that it is ultimately impossible for the writer to control the reader’s
interpretation or understanding of a poem. The range of responses and ideas about a well-crafted
poem from students with similar education levels and creative backgrounds serves as a reminder
that the reader’s response to a piece of work is not within the author’s control. As Kenneth Burke
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notes, “Men seek for vocabularies that are reflections of reality. To this end, they must develop
vocabularies that are selections of reality. And any selection of reality must, in certain
circumstances, function as a deflection of reality” (59). Whether we’re writing poetry or
composing emails to coworkers, we choose certain words at the expense of others, the words that
best express what we are trying to say. However, as Bakhtin and Burke have both argued,
language is not devoid of political construct. The words we choose reflect our political, cultural
or artistic reality; they shape and reinforce our beliefs. Whatever our intent, our work is not
always going to be met by people with the same reality.
That being said, I believe that unless a writer only keeps their work in a hidden notebook,
they are writing for some sort of real or imagined audience, and they have some hope that,
though they cannot control a reader’s response, that nonetheless their work will have some
impact beyond the writer’s own pleasure, self-interest, or catharsis. I did not enroll in an M.F.A.
program to entertain myself, but to learn how to better make my work engage with the world
around me: that which is bigger than myself. If the poems in and of themselves are a way for me
to explore my spiritual yearnings, to connect with the grandiose, cosmic, and infinite, then my
attempts to bring them before an audience (even if that audience is just classmates in a
workshop) is an attempt to let my readers share in that connection. The poems are not a form of
proselytization, but rather an invitation to look beyond one’s immediate range of vision. While a
reader might not see the world the way I present it in each poem, I do hope that they come away
with their own sense of curiosity or engagement stronger than it was before reading. This
manuscript is not just my own attempt to reconcile heaven on earth; it is my invitation to let the
reader explore how they might find their own sense of heaven here.
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Gloria Anzaldúa tells us that, “Every increment of consciousness, every step forward is a
travesia, a crossing” (70). We Make Our Own Heaven Here is a collection of crossings, between
countries, between regions, between physical as well as metaphorical spaces. It is a collection that
both recognizes boundaries, and the inherently permeable nature of borders. This manuscript is
part travelogue, part field notes, part diary. With all three in hand, my hope is that the reader might
follow the direction that these poems take, but ultimately discover new territory for themselves.
We Make Our Own Heaven Here is a collection that constantly seeks for connection within and
beyond boundaries, and that cultivates a sense of love and respect for even plants and animals
normally considered pests. After reading my work, I hope the reader sees even the undesirable
cockroach from a new angle. I hope they develop at least an inkling of understanding for the ways
in which human life cannot survive without wilderness, and the ways in which, as people, we
cannot survive with reverence and respect for each other.
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WE MAKE OUR OWN HEAVEN HERE
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No Place and Every Place
No place is heaven—and every place is heaven.
Natalie Goldberg
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THE HIGH ROAD
I. Highway
To know if you love
someone, drive
at least 500 miles with them.
Make the night owl get up early,
and the early bird wait.
I stare too hard at how
industry has cracked
open landscape.
We cross into New Mexico.
Oilfields,
fracking rigs,
behind us.
For 100 miles,
I sighed at dead
earth, sites
where trash outnumbered
cacti, where groundwater
was full of poison.
We cross from oil country
into no country.
II. Atmosphere
To know if you love
someone, spend
a week in close quarters.
West wind careens
against our tent at 35 miles
per hour. The sides buckle.
I am about to suffocate
in my shelter.
Wind brings the tent
to its knees.
The roof pulls down
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toward our faces,
hair flying skyward
with static electricity.
The car our only refuge,
I watch sun
rise across a crack
in the windshield.

III. Cavern
An 800-foot descent
into the cavern.
In darkness, all my body
craves is sleep.
My knees have never known
such pressure.
My body thinks it is about to break.
I am deep in the heart
of New Mexico.
Some stalactites
still pulsing.
Some stalagmites
still reaching up
toward a ceiling
they will never penetrate.
An 800-foot ascent
out of the cavern.
My thighs burn
in cool cave air.
Upon emergence
I believe I am weightless.
IV. Bluff
On the night of no wind,
my body cannot adjust
to the cold, even with three
shirts, two pairs
of paints, gloves,
socks, hat, three cups
of coffee, two warm
bowls of beans.
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The tent befriends
the air, welcomes
the chill in.
Things I took
for granted:
brushing my teeth;
toilets;
space heaters;
hot tea;
pillows.
My body believes
if I sleep, I die.
V. Water
When I am in the desert
all I think about is water.
Each drop I drink,
use to wash dishes,
my face, to brush my teeth.
On the night of rain,
we stay dry.
The tent stands
firm against the whims
of weather.
On the night of rain,
I sleep.
VI. Trail
We cross back into Texas.
Road signs only speak
of superficial distance.
At our best
we move two miles
an hour.
At our worst, half.
Two miles
into the Chihuahuan desert:
maples.
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For a moment, I can believe
we are borderless.
I did not understand
how much dust
the desert contained.
Two more miles:
pine trees and firs
run up and down the mountain.
I did not understand
how quickly a landscape
could change on me.
VII. Peak
You warned me
about the weight of water.
I only half-listened.
Anyone who makes a metaphor
out of climbing a mountain
has never summited anything.
My body believes
if I stop,
I will never walk again.
There is no metaphor
for having to carry the remnants
of your own excrement
in order to leave no trace.
On top
of the mountain,
I am too tired
to sit.
We can look down,
see clouds beneath us.
I cry,
but I am not sure why
I need to.
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To know if someone loves
you, cry
in front of them.
I am almost too tired
to stay awake
for the stars.
The Milky Way
a white ribbon
for my naked eyes.
For a moment, I believe
we are bodiless.
To know if you love
someone, climb
a mountain with them.
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FIELD NOTES (EAST AUSTIN)
Pottery shards
in the parking lot—
full moon.
Spider web sprawls
across the balcony
catching sunrise.
Taking a photo
on my phone I forget
the moment.
High noon.
Homeless hands in trash cans.
Turkey vultures.
The month-dead squirrel
flattened into asphalt,
gray tail still fluffy.
Rinse cycle:
laundry forgotten
in the rain.
Out of the dead
hackberry stumps:
green shoots.
Dragonfly:
the model airplane
I never built.
Even in Austin,
how I long for Austin
when the grackle shrieks.
New construction:
green kudzu vines sliding out
from beneath debris.
The hot dog vendor.
The panhandler.
(Make me one with everything.)

31

WHILE I WAS TRYING TO AVOID FALLING IN LOVE
A coyote loped down the street
at dawn and my heart stuttered.
The canid never acknowledged
us, its legs propelling through
the intersection. My dog strained
to chase, fulfill terrier imperative,
twenty pounds of muscle and instinct
pulling against the leash, working
to break grip and pursue
the hurried creature, overtake
the passing force. I dug
my heels into the lawn,
goosebumps rising, senses tuned
to the glimpse of wilderness breaking
through my desire for order.
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MÖBIUS NEIGHBORHOOD
Landlord doesn’t love these buildings.
Traffic, pawn shop, social services,
decay. Who among us isn’t nervous?
Lutheran church: BMWs shining.
Public school: trailers on the grounds, trying
to accommodate. Chain link fence worthless.
Trimmed lawns lined with beer cans, diapers.
Laborers at work; the rest gone or sleeping.
Tracks don’t divide good neighborhood from bad.
Rotting smell―compost, leaves, or garbage?
Grackles fly to power lines, down again.
Driveways: junked cars. No HOA gets mad.
Dogs bark at strangers, voices a barrage.
Hurry through intersection, seek out a friend.
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HAWKS DON’T CIRCLE
The cold spring water knifing
my skin was punishment
for not calling off the trip
though I knew I was going
to leave him.
Clouds blocked the warmth
and the light. I kept
my sunglasses on, so he wouldn’t
see the truth making crow’s feet
in the corners of my eyes.
Every time I glanced
in his direction, the sob
nestled in my chest
threatened to break loose.
After my fourth beer
that morning, I dredged up
some tipsy faith. I’d loved
two men at the same time
before, long-since
forgotten the consequences.
By the grace of the Devil’s River,
I’d find a way to make things work.
We watched a hawk float
on the thermals. I’d always thought
they circled. I’d always assumed
I’d never have to choose, that my heart
could have everyone it desired.
Two weeks prior, my new lover
had corrected me on the subject
of hawks. I decided to tell
the man I was leaving
what I’d learned.
Before I could get a word out, he turned
his head and said, I know.
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ON GIVING CHANGE
A Houston billboard says, Don’t give
panhandlers change, as though standing
in the August sun wasn’t a form of work,
as though I’d let an advertisement tell
me what to do. As though the charity
won’t claim a third of donations for overhead.
On Cameron Road, where 183 rises overhead,
I fumble for whatever change I have to give
to leathered men waiting at the light. Not charity:
worn hands clutch buckets, squeegees. Standing
at the intersection, their eyes and cheekbones tell
hard histories. Until the light turns green, they work.
I wish I could offer a year’s steady work
to every person holding a sign overhead,
or provide a hot meal, a roof, a bed, tell
them their luck would turn tomorrow, give
at least one lucky break a day. But standing
across the street, I avert my eyes, insufficient charity.
“I only want a job. I don’t need charity.”
“Single mom, four kids.” “I’ve been out of work
two years.” “Cancer.” “I was just standing
on the street. They took everything.” “Overhead,
chem trails. Spies everywhere.” “God won’t give
more than I can handle.” “Listen, I have a story to tell.”
Skewed facts that people believe. Lies people tell
of vagrant murderers, wayward charity
cases gaming the system. As though if we give,
people will only take. As though nobody wants work,
wants something for nothing. As though overhead,
we can look down, judge those ragged but still standing.
He approached and I let down my guard. Standing
on Burnet Road, he didn’t have a tic or tell
suggesting liar. As the moon rose overhead,
I offered twenty dollars. Perhaps the true charity:
my belief that he needed khakis for a new work
opportunity. “You’re not afraid.” That, I could give.
Today, the same ones standing, hoping someone will give
them a chance to tell their story, offer work.
Traffic stops overhead, but never rains down charity.
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URBAN HOMESTEAD
The mockingbird on the telephone
pole learns to imitate a car alarm.
We can keep
bees, but they will never
submit to domestication.
Every season, we’ll lose
at least a few to new
colonies we’ll never find.
The mockingbird in the back yard
learns to imitate crickets.
Over winter, ants colonize
my garden beds, topple
all the mint. To boil
them out requires more water
than I have pots, so I resort
to an avalanche of cornmeal,
slow torture of dehydration.
The mockingbird in the pecan tree
learns to imitate squirrels.
In my clumsiness, I mistake
young perennials for weeds,
chop them up under
the blade of my hoe.
The mockingbird on the sidewalk
learns to imitate wolf whistles.
Some would call
the house spider tucked
into the corner
of my pantry a pest. Or say
The spider and I have
an agreement: she eats
the fruit flies. We leave
each other alone.
The mockingbird at the window
learns to imitate a ringtone.
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My gardening books pile
up, thick pillars of pages,
unread, despite
my best intentions,
my New Year’s resolutions.
The mockingbird on the fence
learns to imitate a cat.
I read a million
sentences telling me to save
money by growing
my own food.
I learned, instead
the cost of dead soil:
two hundred dollars
on fertility treatments,
and a gallon of shame
from those who think
using chemicals
is cheating.
The mockingbird on the next block
learns to imitate a rape whistle.
We map out
the garden, neglect
to revise when we change
course. We write
in English and in Latin,
but immediately forget
the scientific names.
The next day, the wind
displaces all the labels
we stuck in the dirt.
The mockingbird in the front hedge
learns to imitate a doorbell.
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WE’LL ALWAYS HAVE TEXAS
I still feel like Rick Blaine
whenever you walk into a room.
The way I did every Sunday afternoon—
when you went home to your wife.
Even though I didn’t need convincing
to make the choice, board the plane.
We never had Paris. Who needs it?
Instead: a long stretch of Highway 29,
all the tequila we could drink.
Every time oil prices drop I wonder
about your father, how he survives
in this economy. I’ll never forget
how he offered me beer instead of judgment
the day he caught us at the cabin.
Do you remember, our last night together,
how the Milky Way revealed itself,
bursting out of the West Texas sky?
At twenty-eight I believed
I could wait in the middle of the desert
all my life, without even a glass of water,
for our intermittent weekend trysts.
By thirty-one, I’d become
a woman who needed to be more
than an open secret.
I’ve written my apology
a hundred times but nobody
needs to hear it. Not even you.
My wish: that your heart never breaks
again. That all your new lovers treat you better.
But selfishly: that you remember
this, as I remember this.
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EPISTLE TO FLASH FLOODS
God gave Noah a warning.
In fifteen minutes, you put
our high school football stadium
under water, drowned concession stands,
turned turf grass to river bottom.
Broken glass, cigarette butts,
fast food wrappers, used condoms,
tarnished coins swirling along
the storefronts transformed
into river banks, surrounding
cars turned into half-sunk boats.
No rainbows to remind us of the covenant.
Humans think they can have
their way with water.
A hundred years ago, we dammed
the rivers to control their flow,
to staunch the destruction from storms.
500 miles east, we’ve locked
the Mississippi onto one course,
eroding, dissolving New Orleans.
We won’t let the currents ease
themselves along a path of their own
making for fear of losing
the tourist revenue if currents flowed
away from Mardi Gras and jazz.
We damned the rivers.
We squander water, forget how you lay
us to waste. God vowed never to drown
the world again, but I watch footage and know
you’re more powerful than God.
Some say the world will end in fire,
some say in ice.
Freeze comes early. Summer gets hotter.
I hold with those who favor water.
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BACKYARD LIFE CYCLES
Taproot pierces earth’s dry
skin, grass bleached pale. Sucks
all water from topsoil, drains
down to bedrock. Gathers
the oils and fluids of cars
dumped without afterthought.
Gathers remnants of DDT clinging
to subsoil decades after we learned
our lesson. Gathers traces
of Roundup, Ortho, Bayer,
the neighbors dump
to beautify their yards.
A woman communed
with the shade until the city cut
the best branches to make
room for a power line.
A woman communed
with pecan nuts once or twice,
but they always made her sick.
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HALVING PAPAYA
The cleaver splits skin. I break
fruit along fault line, don’t anticipate
dozens of black seeds slick
as eyes, at least twice
as big as roe, tenfold
the size of the pencil-point eggs embalmed
in my body, waiting for a chance
I forestall month after month.
Folk medicine says
eating these seeds would destroy
an unwanted life. They buckle
under my teeth, little bubbles
of pepper, bitterness I do not expect
from such sweet flesh.
I could dry and grind them,
season my food. I could down
them all, let them inhabit me
for a time before my body
expels them. I could lay them to waste
down the drain. I could plant
them, condemn them to death
in a soil too hot and dry.
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MUTILATION
Every time I opened
my mouth to speak, my jawbone
popped and cracked, the hinges
crying from the nights when I drove
my teeth against each other.
You’d carved diagrams from Gray’s Anatomy,
sliced sections from the heart,
excised portions of the brain,
carved up muscle networks,
neural pathways, the coffee table
a loose collage of cadavers.
The pill bottles sat empty
for days. Then more days.
I wanted to cling
to the threads of your old
self that sometimes flashed
at dusk, after drinks.
I wanted to weave them into a shroud.
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RAIN DETERS
At least today, the thunder is quiet, the lighting subdued.
At least here, there's no snow, no shiver, no tremor.
I dream of shoulders, uncovered in the sun.
I dream of limes back in season, and tomatoes.
Student at the bus stop struggling to balance umbrella and cello.
Tire slick, sliding ice-style as we file through the freeway at the crawling hour.
Damp laundry, smeared ink, mildewed books.
Everything accustomed to the sun.
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NOTHING EXISTS ALONE
As I remove the tarp
from the agave, it bites
my hand, an admonishment—
I have been gone all winter.
I apologize, thank
it for teaching me thick skin.
Each day, I make calls
to senators that go unheard,
send messages that go unread,
then add compost, pull weeds
in the garden that brings
me honeybees every summer.
I pour a shot of tequila, sit
on the back porch, wait
for all I was born to witness.
Today I leaned into blooms
of mountain laurel, indulging
in a memory of an old lover,
but forgot him when I realized
these blossoms were perfuming
the air a month too soon.
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FAILED PASTORAL
Snow never fell, yet I was always cold
that winter, the year we chose to drive
across the continent, and I felt you fold
your love into a cube, and like family gold,
lock it up. You buried it alive.
My fingers blue as they registered the cold
seeping in through cracked seals. The old
windows couldn’t keep out thirty-five
degree air each night. I’d fold
my gloved palms inside sleeves, tried to hold
onto whatever heat I could revive
from chilled skin. I felt your heart grow cold
in your chest, and though each night you told
me you wanted me, I doubted we’d survive
the trek. I knew that I should fold
my cards. Mourning that I’ll never grow old
with you. A journey ends and we arrive
much worse for wear. I’m still cold,
You wrap your arms around me. I do not fold.
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WINTERIZE
The day before you fly
off for a second summer
solstice, we spend
the afternoon draping plastic
tarp over my garden,
where I have already lost
milkweed and yellow bells
because I was unprepared
for the first freeze.
The day before you leave
me with a promise to return
before the calendar flips over,
we pull white sheets across
tomato cages.
We drive stakes
into plywood planks,
rooting covers to the soil.
No matter
how hard I squint,
I cannot envision the Andes.
I see a shroud covering
that which isn’t yet dead.
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TRAVEL NOTES
for John Escobedo
I.
Once you've traversed the shores
of the Great Lakes
anything smaller is just a pond.
It's a cruel trick they play,
making you believe freshwater is infinite.
You're trapped when you stand at one shore
and can see the other.
II.
You'd be surprised how far
your car can go, even when it says
the tank is empty;
how long the eyes can stay open
after hours on the highway;
how far tires can take you
before losing tread;
how much patience you have.
III.
You can drive eight hours through
Texas and never leave the state.
You can cross three different climates
in one day, if you leave early enough.
Imagine all the lovers you might keep,
waiting steadfast as succulents.
IV.
Sometimes, the flourishes
of the desert make you forget
you need water.
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PHOTOGRAPH OF YOU STRADDLING TWO COUNTRIES
The Rio Grande is only shin-deep, but the current
almost pulls me over as I try to take
the picture. You stand, grin, ask Which side am I on?
Beyond the frame, you’ll step
onto the Mexican riverbank, stare
at the sheer cliff of the Santa Elena canyon, say,
Any politician who thinks he can build a wall
has never seen a border.
Yesterday, on the Boquillas Canyon trail,
we saw carved walking sticks, painted rocks, a handwritten price
list in Spanish, a collection bowl. An artist slipping across
boundaries, undeterred. A creator so desperate
for livelihood she would risk the border patrol
helicopters buzzing along the desert sky. I wish I’d bought
something, wish I’d let her know which side I was on.
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OFF THE PATH
Cactus spines in my calves,
chigger bites on my waist,
mosquitos sucking my arms dry.
Sharp grass slashing my ankles,
gravel invading my sandals,
dust permeating my eye.
And then,
the animal of your body.
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PASSING THE NIGHT IN THE DESERT
You sleep well out here,
your restlessness quelled
by long hikes, heavy packs,
the effort required for food, water,
cleanliness, survival. No snoring, even.
At best, I doze. I was too old, too brittle,
the first time I ever slept on the ground.
The moonless dark an insufficient sedative.
Every sound magnified through the absence
of buffer. My mind recounts all
that could go wrong. Not even a train whistle
to break the monotony. I unzip the tent
to take in fresh air, stars. I count your breaths.
Then mine. Keep vigil for sunrise,
your smile, the campfire, percolator coffee.
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FRACTURING TOWER
I thought West Texas was full
of mountains, succulents,
cacti, scrub. For 100 miles
across I-10, fracking rigs
tower instead.
Not just in the distance.
They line the highway,
peaks pushing up,
a beacon of hope for an industry
only innovative enough
to destroy. Litter takes the place
of plants. Plastic bag, soda cup,
fast food containers. Between sites,
lined basins to collect
rain. The groundwater laced with poison.
1,557 miles away in Detroit, children
still drink lead. I am a tourist
on the borders of our apocalypse.
I am driving along our demise.
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STRANDED IN THE DESERT
We’re sitting on the stoop
of the general store, a stone’s
throw away from Mexico, splitting
our last beer, waiting on a little luck.
100 miles from a cell signal. No change
for a pay phone. What passes for home is 400 miles
away. The swarming college kids buy beer,
whole cases guzzled down slim, tanned throats,
and we’re feeling old because we were never that young.
Unbeknownst to us, a bug has found
its way to the bottom of our can, and in
that last warm swig, I wash it down,
the wings scraping the back of my tongue
before I realize what is in my mouth.
At least the water from the sun-baked
spigot is free. March, and we’re sweating
like summertime over a dead truck battery
as beers and sodas chill in refrigerators,
sweat as hard as we do when customers
buy six-packs, sit outside, pay us no mind
as we wait on the kindness of strangers,
a set of jumper cables, all we would need,
but we’re never prepared the way our fathers
hoped. Neither of us can even piss in the woods.
Three graduate degrees between us aren’t worth
a damn out here. When we thought we were young,
we romanticized inconveniences, we believed
we’d slide our way out of any misadventure.
But when I’m broke and covered in dust,
surrounded by the drunk spring break crowd,
I know I’m not my own woman, because I can’t even
buy another drink, can’t fix the damn truck,
can barely endure out here by myself for a single day.
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WAITING ON THE MARFA LIGHTS
for Melanie Froh
The man behind us says, All you need
to do is stare into the desert, as though apparition
is a trick of meditation.
Perhaps if we didn’t keep coming out in winter,
we’d be more faithful.
I could see waiting out an entire summer night
with dessert, a blanket, a bottle of wine
to sweeten my devotion.
Tomorrow morning, we’ll drive back to the city
I have not yet given my life to the desert
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WHITTLED BY WIND, SHAPED BY WATER
One day, you might find
yourself in a canyon,
the Rio Grande so low
you could wade across
to caress Mexico.
In the photos nobody would know
which side was which, unless
they'd stood there, too.
The canyon is just a halved heart,
and you might decide
to touch both sections, or you might
not want to risk the laws waiting,
aiming for the borders.
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CLIMBING GUADALUPE PEAK
After five days, I am tired
of carrying my survival
everywhere I go.
A pint’s a pound
the world around,
you’ve spouted off
at least ten times
since we started planning
this trip. I feel every ounce
pressed against my hips
as I haul four gallons up
the tallest peak in Texas.
The weight never seems
to diminish, no matter
how much I drink. No oasis
out here: no rivers,
not even a mud puddle.
When we finally reach
the summit, I am still too far
down to reach my face
to the sky, drink
from the low, thick clouds.
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No Face and Every Face
nunca la vida es nustra, es de los otros,
la vida no es de nadie, todos somos
la vida—pan de sol para los otros,
los otros todos que nosotros somos—,

life is never truly ours, it always belongs to others
life is no one’s, we are all life—
bread of the sun for the others,
the others that we all are
Octavio Paz
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SELF-PORTRAIT AS SWEAT BEE
Don’t fear my bottle-green body
crawling up your arm, along
your shoulder, the smooth column
of your neck. Don’t swat
me away from your summer-soaked
hairline. I won’t sting
as long as I can feast,
drink up every puddle on your skin.
Gravity tugs at the pollen
dangling from my legs.
I’ve been shuttling from flower
to nest all day long. My shoulders
ache from flexing these wings
in midsummer heat.
The nectar I drink is insufficient
sustenance. Too much sweet.
I need the layer of salt sprinkled
over your flesh. I need to run
my tongue across the warmest spots,
where sun as just been.
You’ll barely feel my feet
when I land. The heat illuminates
your body. I could drink you all in.

57

STILL LIFE WITH POISON IVY
I don’t ask my friend why she didn’t mow
her yard for six months. I only agree
to help. I’m staring down a tangle of vines,
leaves of three, weaving their way through the southeast
coroner of the yard, thriving so well in the wet
spring that they’ve occupied 500 square feet,
choked out the grass. Now sights are set
on the lantana’s throat. My friend begged
me to keep her yard free from pesticide,
begged me to save the lantana coiled
in the poison ivy’s tendrils. I tried borax.
Castille soap. White vinegar. Boiling water.
This plant is a Medusa. For each leaf cluster dead,
eight new sets sprang up. Seed pods burst,
sending new foundations into the soil.
Still, she insists: no Roundup. Armed
with nothing but bravado, I decide I’ll tear it out
with my own hands. I’m dressed only
in a thrift-store biohazard uniform:
dingy sneakers, sweat-stained socks,
sweatpants with bleach spots, sleeves down
to my knuckles, gloves up to my elbows,
one bandana around my forehead, the other
covering my mouth. A shiny leaf thick
with sap brushes against my rubber-coated toe.
In my heart, I feel a little sorry.
The poison ivy means us no harm, its growth
unchecked by human folly, as we drove
away the bears and deer that would eat
these leaves. Its potency doubling,
and now doubling again as it drinks,
becomes fortified, by all the carbon dioxide
slipping into the air. The urishol not even
a defense mechanism. Just a way to keep
cellulose full of water, a tool for homeostasis.
And the plant itself cannot be blamed
for staking claim on a whole yard left
to seed. But I’ve made a promise.
My blue-sheathed fingers reach
toward root, wrap around sturdy
base. I hesitate. Then pull.
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ROCK PIGEONS (COLUMBA LIVIA)
See how we shimmer,
our heads and necks purple,
green, pink, silver, notice
how we gleam in the afternoon
sun—and yet you call us winged rats.
Look at all the mess we clean, picking
at the food you thought you wanted
but never finished—everything suits us.
Yet your tires knock us senseless,
rip our chests open in the streets.
Try to remember a time before our existence.
Try to recall any era when we weren’t with you,
eating pests, cooing at dawn.
Yet you shrug when your cats pierce
our throats with their claws.
Think of all we’ve carried
for you: messages, codes,
all the lives we’ve saved
and yet you’ll never
let us be doves.
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SELF-PORTRAIT AS I-10
I’m just another bone
in America’s corset, tasked
with the job of reining
in Texas straight through
its ungainly middle.
Laced in first on a river bank,
then tied down again
at the Pacific Ocean,
first third of me warped
with southern humidity,
last third cracked and chafed
with desert air,
and middle third trying
to contain the Lone Star State,
sometimes bloated
from swamp water,
sometimes crushed
under mountains.
At least the motorists
there find freedom
from me, when the speed
limit signs tick up
to 80, when they can let
loose the gas, rush
headlong into their journey.
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AMERICAN COOTS (FULICA AMERICANA)
Not everything that floats
is a duck. Or contains
the mythic beauty
of a swan. Or honks
a song all the way
across a continent.
Or inspires philosophy
and odes. We squeak
and clack, white beaks
stark against the black.
Not everything that flies
does so with grace.
We can race across
the slick surface of a lake
into the sky, but our wings
strain against the air.
Not everything made
of meat is edible.
Not every game
is worth the chase.
We thrive on indifference.
Not every water bird
waddles. Watch us dig
our toes deep into the sand,
watch us root
ourselves to the world.
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STILL LIFE WITH JIMSON WEED
4,693 miles away, he sleeps.
When the moon completes
its ascent, I settle in the garden
to wait out the night.
The equator lies between us.
I watch the calyx protecting
the solitary flower peel
back slow against the dark.
One month left until his return.
The petals spiral like a hand
unfolding from a fist, reaching
out to hungry nocturnal moths.
I will not ask if he dreamed of me.
The corolla widens into a mouth
too dangerous for me to kiss,
white bloom hiding poison.
I will not complain about absent touch.
Five stamens reach out
from their shelter, calling
across the distance to the moon.
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SELF-PORTRAIT AS AMERICAN COCKROACH
Go on, just try
to destroy me. My kin
have been breeding
since before you walked
upright, set sticks on fire,
shaped a wheel, before
your tongues formed language.
What you call gut feeling
can’t compare to the pedigree
of microbes sharing my body,
whispering their own intelligence.
Tear down your walls, just see
if you can identify me amongst
my siblings, cousins, teeming
between studs, under baseboards,
within hairline cracks, our infinite
lineage making space, biding time
for the next iteration of the world.
What you call women’s intuition
doesn’t measure up to the sum
of ancient wisdom buzzing
up and down my antennae.
If you think me mindless, fleeing
the light on instinct, ask yourself
why you turn so quickly from shadow,
why you fill your eyes
with white light, blue light,
every color of brightness
until they burn.
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GREAT-TAILED GRACKLES (QUISCALUS MEXICANUS)
Our songs are radio transmissions
from an era recorded in bone
and rock, a world before language,
the fossils and skeletons codes
whose keys have been lost
to oil refineries and fracking rigs.
Our voices echo the sounds
of primordial oceans.
It’s been at least ten thousand
years since you could tune
your ears to our dispatches.
Back then, we never scavenged
for fries. The planet was a hothouse
of species long forgotten, the ground ripe
with carrion. Back then, tires
didn’t flatten fallen hatchlings.
Predators were more than house pets.
Now we cry across parking lots
the way we once called beyond
canyons, traverse highways the way
we once soared across jungles which turned
into mountains which turned into steppes.
We endure pesticides in the rivers,
artificial sweetener packets,
clean glass windows. We might shrink,
but then next year we might grow.
In a thousand years, we might rule
this planet, with cockroaches for consorts.
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STILL LIFE WITH CHORUS OF FROGS
Big Thicket
We arrive too late for sunset.
No matter: the ancient pines block
the view of every horizon, so tall
they almost cover the stars.
He builds fire amidst darkness,
grills steaks by the light of flame.
When he asks for salt, I barely hear
him over frogs chanting their mating gospels.
I try to subdivide the tones,
separate every species, but each croak
and trill forms a cloud
over the saturated creek bed.
The notes bounce over stones, carve
through cypress leaves, skim
the rims of our beer bottles
every song an echo of my booming love.
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SELF-PORTRAIT AS BUMBLEBEE
I wintered over in a bedroom
built from a broken terra-cotta
pot. Found it one day before
the first freeze, wings weak
from carrying this body heavy
from gorging myself all September
to survive the long sleep.
My hair grew:
legs, head, thorax, abdomen.
Thick, black, yellow.
I woke up with the tick
of a clock resonating
through the bristles
covering my skin.
The spring equinox gives
me less than a year
to grow a colony from a rat’s nest
to raise up new queens out of nectar.
No time to think
about trimming down the fuzz
when the drones are rising,
trailing my thick legs
dripping with pollen.
I may never see
the sun again, entombed
in the heart of this colony.
I may never have a body
all to myself again, as I release
egg after egg upon the world.
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STILL LIFE WITH MY LOVE IN THE ACT OF SURRENDER
St. Edward’s Park (hungover)
A month of rain revived the waterfall,
current looking frothy enough to drink.
His eyes closed to the sky, to me, he sleeps
on stone. Mosquitoes keep
their distance, make me their only meal.
Sun turns his flesh brown. Mine goes
red as the western sky grows brighter.
Sweat pools in the crooks of my elbows,
along his hairline, the air taking
all we can offer, sparing us nothing.
Dragonflies frantic in their breeding.
Wildflowers blanch in the light.
Whenever I watch him sleep, I hear
a clock counting down the days
we have left. I swear I see
the waterfall receding, recollecting heat.
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SELF-PORTRAIT AS NINE-BANDED ARMADILLO
When ocean turned to land,
when soil covered water,
when sediment built a bridge,
I walked.
I crossed state lines
that hadn’t yet been established,
traversed borders invisible
to any eye.
I established myself
in Texas, watched dirt
become pavement,
watched trains chug
along the horizon, and cars
fill up every street.
I was born to thrive
on a different continent,
but my claws love
burrowing this hot earth.
The strong sun warms
my gray body, always
a little cool despite
these thick plates,
the weight of my skin.
My cousins followed me here.
We’ve moved as fast
as geologic time, and no human
alive remembers the era before
our tracks were embedded
in ditches and highway shoulders,
and though pickup trucks
kill off my kin, and though
high-rises push out the pavement,
some think I’m the one
doing the invading.
I walked here
because a path opened.
I was home
before all the glass
and money moved in.
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STILL LIFE WITH GREAT HORNED OWLS
Between journeys, we walk
through my neighborhood, ears
waiting for the echoing hoo
claiming the evening’s territory,
the space the mated pair
tests before nesting.
Tonight: Mexican sycamore,
the dead branches up top.
Their buff markings fading
into dusk. Only white throats
shine, only ear tufts
stand out against nightfall.
We walk into a neighbor’s empty
driveway for a closer look.
The owls turn their heads,
then turn back as though
they don’t notice us.
Two weeks until we board
separate planes, bound
for separate countries.
Despite how much I love even the asphalt
we stand on, I’ve given up hope
on claiming territory.
I cannot buy a plot, I cannot own
land any more than I can claim
the hand wrapped around mine,
the heartbeat I listen for
the way I attuned myself
to the owl’s song.
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SELF-PORTRAIT AS MOUNT SNEFFELS
I split my mother open
as her volcanic interior
smashed against itself,
as the rough plates
of her body buckled
and shattered, the lava
boiling inside her pushed
me past core, mantle, crust.
I’ve lived long enough to know
all the incarnations of God,
heard all the language of people
who walked across the fields,
who climbed, with their animals,
and their provisions up
the steep slope of my back.
I wove a blanket of wildflowers
at my feet to cover my mother’s
scars, to make her feel
beautiful again. Some seasons,
I fear I’m dressing
her body for burial.
Not all who traipse up
and down my spine are friendly.
Not all wanderers come curious.
I hear the irreverent languages,
feel the rumblings of their godless
machinations attempting to delve
all the way down to the liquid
fire, to the brimstone
that birthed me.
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Border Space and Human Grace
love is eternal, though
what eternity has to do with tomorrow
I don’t know. Understand?
Sandra Cisneros
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BORDER DREAM
I.
On the river, on the border, families
grill hot dogs, drive four-wheelers, toss Frisbees,
speak a mix of languages, sing a mix of songs.
I can’t tell anymore whether I’m in Texas or Mexico.
Sometimes, Austin looks like Nuevo Laredo.
Sometimes, Veracruz looks like New Orleans.
Sometimes, Houston looks like Puebla.
Sometimes, Mexico City looks like Los Angeles.
In the park, under the sun, coolers are filled
with beer and children scream their delight
into the winter sky, and I have lost
all sense of geography.
In the desert, on the highway, we drive
for two hours without encountering
another person, and I have forgotten
what language I should be using.
II.
Public enemy number one in the United States:
politicians who wage war on abstractions
like terror, on nouns like drugs.
The cronies who surrender tax breaks
to big business, the pro-life crusaders
who terminate social services.
If we cannot destroy the administrative
menace in America, it will surely destroy us.
The problem has assumed the dimensions
of a national emergency.
When we stop fighting, we win.
When we keep fighting, the cartels win.
In my dream, I can just say no
to border patrol. Just say no
to the DEA. Just say no
to politicians. Just say no
to our consumptive destruction.
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III.
Terror is when there is no food,
when the water has been turned off,
when the electricity has been cut
and her children are crying, crying.
Terror is when he comes home to find
his children have been turned into targets,
his wife forced to kneel before the kingpin’s power.
Terror is when the thought of clinging
to the sides of a train, when the thought
of being stuck in a van with a dozen
other bodies, when the thought of crossing
the Rio Grande, when the thought of walking
through the desert is more palatable than home.
Terror is how he can’t breathe at the sight
of the color blue, because of all the times
he’s been stopped, all the reports in the news
of men with skin like his, the fates they met
at the hands of the law. He can’t work
here, he must make do at the margins,
always trying to stay beyond their reach.
Terror is when she knows she is not supposed to be
here, and every step she takes she fears crossing
the wrong street, the wrong person, and every word
she speaks might be the wrong one, and every ring
from the phone, every knock on the door, is a moment
where she wonders if now is the time to hide.
IV.
In my dream, we have destroyed our own country
and now we’re desperate, dying as we try to cross into Mexico.
Winds have blown all of Texas to desert, lifted
flowers from beds, trees from forests, grass from dirt,
siphoned water in great cyclones up from the rivers,
whisked everything across the Rio Grande,
paid back everything we stole.
We wade through all that remains:
tar, oil runoff, bullet casings,
burst tire scraps, blood that drips
from the Governor’s hands.
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Mexico remembers.
We are all complicit.
Mexico remembers.
The Rio Grande holds the only water
we’ve seen for miles, but on its banks
a mile-high fence, electric, shimmering.
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FIELD NOTES (MEXICO CITY)
Tourists stumble
half-drunk into vespers.
Mi Dio, mi Dio, mi Dio.
As in all cities:
thousands of us wander
the well-worn streets.
Irreverent birds
at Guadalupe’s shrine
shitting on statues.
Tired bodies climb
the Pyramid of the Sun.
Even tongues stumble.
Thick skin, strong spines:
agaves keeping watch
over the ruins.
Cathedral sinking:
another empire
turning to dust.
At 5:00 PM,
like the desert after rain,
the markets bloom.
Eating chapulines,
watching mariachis sing
into the night.
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MEDITATIONS ON BOUNDARIES
I. Classmate
I don’t remember his name
but I remember how the toe
of his Puma sneakers wedged
itself against the fragment of Berlin Wall
a family friend had brought me
after she helped tear it down.
I remember how the heel
of those black and white shoes
ground the concrete into smaller
and smaller fragments, rendering
dust in the carpet outside
our history classroom.
I didn’t cry watching him
destroy the treasure I’d kept
safe for twelve years,
didn’t rat him out because I knew
I’d receive an even worse fate.
Only my history teacher had seemed
impressed when I brought the shards
still flecked with yellow and red
paint to class on the anniversary
of the wall’s collapse. When class ended,
I was a target in our overstuffed hallways.
I’ve forgotten the faces
of his friends, but I remember
their spiked, bleached hair,
the lacrosse sticks and cleats
thrown over their shoulders,
the way they laughed.
They didn’t leave me a single chunk
of wall to keep, smashed
the whole hunk into powder.
I didn’t cry, not even after
they left me to clean up the mess.

II. Neighbor
Over coffee the next morning,
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I thought about your raucous party,
calling the cops. At three,
I didn’t think, that’s how
tired I was. Just dialed.
Our dogs sniffed each other
through the holes in the fence
same as usual, my mutt forgiving
the lack of sleep. Only territory
and chain link between them.
Never introduced ourselves,
shaken hands, never tried
being a good neighbor. These days,
we’re taught peaceable rules: minding
our own business, mowing
the lawn trimming the hedges,
keeping the grass green but only
one inch or less. To fix your gaze
in the distance, nod, hire a contractor
in a timely manner repair your fence,
your roof, keep to yourself, keep quiet.
III. Highway
How do the old
colonizers still keep
one hand reaching into Texas?
A highway constricts, built
to tie off the east. Keep out said the rest
of the city west of 35.
Blight on the city comes,
in the form of election maps,
council seats, these greedy
land-grabbers and their ravenous
bulldozers, turning dirt into gold,
taking fields for themselves,
taking creeks for themselves,
taking even cracked pavement
for themselves, the whole town
corseted by concrete to hold
the populace in place.
Now we pay to divide
Mopac, turning toward toll roads,
lanes dividing up who can pay.
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And yet the rich still
get traffic jams. Money can’t buy
you a private lane yet.
IV. Airplane
Between the plane and the border: cumulus.
At 30,000 feet, I only know
we’re flying over because the pilot
makes an announcement. Clouds
so thick I barely glimpse
the ground beneath the cracks.
All earth tones, Rio Grande the color
of weak coffee, the valleys and hills
a mixture of late-summer tan,
washed-out green, a touch of ochre.
Next year, perhaps glaring orange
construction barrels, yellow
hard hats and bulldozers.
In five years, perhaps, concrete,
a gray scar cutting into my view,
marking territory not easily visible
that far above the world.
Will it be even greater
than the Great Wall of China?
Will it be so great
we can actually see it from space?
As a child I always begged
for the window seat in order to stare
at the geometric landscapes.
Decades later I still watch
how topography is rendered
meaningless by distance.
I fear before I’m dead
I’ll be looking down
on a land turned barren,
a river no longer mud
but pure dust, the corpses
of animals trapped
midway through migration.
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I fear this crack
in the clouds was my last
glimpse of what little
has not yet run to ruin.
V. Wall
Someone there is who doesn’t love a wall.
And if they build it, I
will turn every poem into a protest,
even if no politician reads them.
Someone there is who doesn’t tolerate
the containment of a country.
And if they build it, I
will stand on front of the Rio Grande,
anchor my feet into the soil,
clench my legs until they burn,
face down concrete mixers
and cranes until some officer
drags me away.
Someone there is wo doesn’t condone
blocking the world out.
And if they build it, I
will study the art of graffiti,
turn my words into arcs and lines.
My fingers will be so covered in paint,
I’ll forget the original shade of my palms.
Someone there is who doesn’t accept
being blocked in.
And if they build it, I
will take to the wall with my tools,
and even if some officer takes
them, leaves me only with fingernails
I’ll remember how I watched
a teenage boy destroy
a piece of wall with nothing
more than the sneakers on his feet.
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WALLS OF MIRACLES
Parish of the Immaculate Conception/Templo de la Purisma Concepción
Real de Catorce, San Luis Potosí, Mexico
I.
I doubt
I’ll ever again see as much
gold as I do walking
into the church made
from the money,
from the melted-down
metal bequeathed
from parishioners.
Milagros cover every inch
of every image
of St. Francis.
Ex-votos giving thanks
for fulfilled promises
run from floor to ceiling,
surround windows,
border doorframes.
In rough drawings,
in coarse spelling,
the pious gratitude
papers every corner.
II.
“Por hacerme el milagro que le pedi
de una fracture que me iso un tractor.”
In Texas, my friend
fills out the bankruptcy forms.
Interest builds on
failed treatments, the casket.
“Por salvado de una enfermada
en el estomago a mi hermano.”
In Illinois, my beloved signs
consent forms to end
his father’s life, waits
twelve hours to hear a last breath.
“Por haberme concedido mi alivio
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de una delicada operación.”
In Ohio, my aunt
hemorrhages on the couch,
labors against pneumonia,
her faith in doctors dead.
“Por haberme hecho el milagro
de salir con bien de peligrosa operación.”
III.
I got married in a music hall,
signed divorce papers
in a coffee shop.
Attended one Catholic funeral
when I was six.
One Catholic wedding
when I was 24.
My mother gave up her faith
before I was born, thought
I’d pick up the threads leading
to God on my own, now fears
for my irreverent soul.
Saint Francis, at best
I’m an interloper. My hands shake
as I pin my offering. My prayers,
my promises: halting, unenlightened.
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DON’T WALK ALONE
At sea level for the first time
in a week, breathing the salt-soaked
air, the gulls and the terns lacking
fear saunter close to my table—
not begging, not like dogs, too much
dignity—eyeing for scraps, scuttling
away when they realize there’s nothing
to be found near my feet. Sunrise,
too early for most tourists,
so nobody hawking jewelry,
perfume, flowers, sunglasses
at this hour. Just one marimba
player giving the locals reason
for joy on their commutes.
My head echoes. Voices warning me:
Don’t walk alone in Mexico.
Over a second cup of coffee, my head
echoes with voices from home.
American men hanging from cars:
Hey, home girl. Why you out late?
American men shouting on corners:
Hey, baby. I want some of that.
Don’t walk alone where, exactly?
Don’t walk alone in Veracruz
where nobody tries to grab
my ass, where nobody
has shouted one obscenity,
where even the nighttime
hawkers of trinkets pass
by when I say No, who don’t
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even require words. One
wave sends them on their way.
No is the same in many languages.
No is easy to understand.
Perhaps a cartel kingpin
is seated at the table behind
me, enjoying breakfast.
I wouldn’t know. All I see
are clean-swept streets,
palm trees, buildings in
yellow and pink pastel,
a market rising with the sun.
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THE MOST BITTER PILL
You tell me the Greek work
pharmakia meant both
poison and medicine.
The buttons in perfect
segments of eight will not give
us an easy way out.
We stand at the edge
of a mine shaft 1,000 feet
above the town.
Conversations ended an hour ago
scale the side of the mountain, bleed
together, decompose.
You walk me through the ruins
of the mine, mimic the pulse
of each plant’s breath.
My arms turn the blue-green
of the agave leaves as you point
out the color of each flower’s soul.
I see Mexico stretching across
the border, across desert,
across ocean, across air.
You ask how long
I think we’ve been out here.
Five minutes.
You claim your watch says
two hours as though a piece
of jewelry could be infallible.
The numbers switch places
on the clock, the hands
spear through them.
Blood seeps from the leather
strap onto your wrist,
onto the packed desert earth.
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I am tired after walking a mile.
You tell me we have only
walked 100 feet.
You say you can prove
the distance by counting
your steps on the way back.
I watch you become a point of light,
and only your voice chanting out
each number tells me you’re still alive.
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LOVE LETTER FROM MEXICO CITY
I came here because a poem
offered me eternity, the center of the universe.
But the zócalo is undergoing renovation.
Beneath cathedral lights, a cement truck
blares. Workers set fresh pavement.
Before leaving, I planned the postcard
I would write: Someday, I want
to kiss you in the center of the universe.
But with all the Jersey wall and plastic,
this looks more like the center of home
than a place to consummate romance.
I thought our love might have better luck
in Garibaldi when I saw an old couple
drinking pitchers of pulque all afternoon.
You’re 2,050 miles away as I climb
the Pyramid of the Sun, as my lips
blister in the thin atmosphere.
You’re so out of range, I can’t even call
to tell you how the chapulines
tasted like beef jerky, how a homeless man
blew a raspberry at me when
I wouldn’t give him any money.
The tour guide tells me next year,
this city will be an inch lower—
even more in some parts of town.
You can see how the earth buckles,
especially in the lean of all
the cathedrals; not even faith supports them.
In the original Basilica de Guadalupe,
the building tilts left, the altar skews right.
The guide says, “The floor
is one thing; construction is another.”
The city is layer upon layer
of empire, each new conquest beating
down the earth, each group of settlers pulling
out all the water. The mountains
are reclaiming all the stones
driven from quarries, all the gold
melted to form holy altars.
Even the revolution’s statues
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and street signs will be swallowed.
I used to believe my heart would be safer
if I loved places more than people.
One city won’t leave you for another.
But earth will drag civilization
back underground. Earthquakes split
us apart at the seams, hurricanes
wash away our fingerprints and photographs.
I fell in love with this city
seven years ago by way of a poem,
and the first day I finally get to meet
the center of the universe, the tour guide
tells me it’s slipping out of my grasp.
Even cities leave you, or worse, they die.
All my philosophy books have told me
over and over, but I never listen,
only get my heart broken again.
Here I am, confronted with dust
and ruin, still believing in eternity.
The tour guide calls Mexico City the bottom
of the moon. Neon, offices, street lights
so bright I cannot see a single star,
and the moon too new tonight to show
herself. Even with airline delays
and the man wearing orange who followed me
too close last night, I feel closer to heaven
than hell. My luck hasn’t bottomed out
yet. You’d be proud of how well
I’ve done, facing down the stagnant labyrinth
of traffic, and the mess I make of the language.
I remember my first taste of Mexico:
crossing the border bridge in your old Ford,
street tacos in Nuevo Laredo, waking
early and reaching the mountains
as the sun began to rise.
I remember the fog that morning,
how it parted just in time
to give me my first sight
of the Sierra Madres, how I cried
as the cloudy curtain pulled back
and you drove us up toward the sky.
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I still want to bring you to the center
of the universe, give you a little magic,
the way you gave me that first trip.
I want you to know I love you the way
I love the Sierra Madres on a foggy morning.
And if the city swallows us whole, well,
at least I’ll know where I’m spending eternity.
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